final week of national elections. Apart from the appearance of a strongly nationalistic, and minority, party which the media has promoted as racist, it is unlikely that Australia's election has received much notice outside Australia. Yet there are aspects to this election which should disturb anyone interested in achieving global ecological sustainability and the conservation of global biodiversity. First, there has been a conspicuous silence from the major political parties concerning environmental issues. To be sure, the sitting conservative government has rolled out the pork barrel and grandly announced funding for local conservation initiatives -especially in marginal seats -but there has been no debate on issues nor have environmental policies been afforded even a small fraction of the attention given to the economy, unemployment, health or education. Moreover, the projects funded do nothing to resolve the underlying causes of Australia's declining environmental quality (e.g., land clearing, unsustainable logging practices, over grazing, and excessive demands on fresh water). This is despite the fact that respondents to polls continue to list the environment among the most important issues concerning Australians.
The lack of environmental policies and a debate on issues has been so conspicuous that some in the media have talked darkly about a conspiracy among the major parties to simply not raise the environment as an issue. This silence not only excludes the environment as an issue, but it marginalizes the minority political parties who campaign for ecologically sustainable environmental management and economic growth.
Second, there has been an equally conspicuous absence of debate concerning Aboriginal land rights and the way that indigenous Australians are treated by the wider community. Although these are largely ethical, social and cultural issues, there are important biodiversity considerations. Legislation enacted earlier this year goes a long way to endorsing the de facto treatment by government of Crown (public) Land Leases as private property. Vast areas of Australia are held as Crown Lease. This land is mostly in the pastoral and drier agricultural areas of the continent where the conservation status of the biota is poor and the conservation reserve system neither comprehensive, adequate or representative. The legislation enacted in response to a High Court decision recognizing prior rights to the land by indigenous Australians not only deprives Aboriginal people of their heritage, but also makes the prospect of biodiversity conservation in arid and semi-arid Australia even less likely. Almost certainly, the consequence will be an acceleration in the intensity and scale of development in pastoral zones and in northern Australia. This will accelerate the loss of continental (and therefore global) biodiversity. Although Australia's election and its politics are national issues, they should concern the world. By virtue of its size and long isolation, Australia is one of the planet'S megadiverse nations. Not only does Australia have a rich flora and fauna, but the vast m~ority of its families, genera and species are endemic. Australia is not doing a good job in conserving its biota, and the failure to consider the environment as an issue of importance in this election (or in the recent state election in Queensland) indicates that regardless of who is elected on October 3rd,1 Australia's environmental and conservation record will not improve.
The world should not be concerned simply with Australia's failure to protect continental biodiversity, but it should pay heed to Australia's preoccupation with growth and economic development. Australia's high per capita emissions of greenhouse gases and its reluctance to approve of even the weak controls on such emissions agreed to at the Kyoto Conference are evidence of the difficulties the world will face in the next millennium in reaching ecological sustainability and in attaining a more equitable sharing of the world's resources. Australia, despite 8% unemployment and the efforts of successive governments to destroy its tertiary education system, is a very affluent and welleducated nation. If Australia feels that it cannot afford responsible environmental management, care for its indigenous people nor understand IThe sitting conservative LiberallNational Coalition government was returned, but with a reduced majority.
the needs for such management, there is little prospect that the rest of the world will do any better. There is no clearer evidence or example of the problems facing Planet Earth than the opposition Australian Labor Party policy of encouraging population growth as an answer to the nation's perceived, but superficial and globally trivial, economic problems.
During the past week, the World Wide Fund for Nature reported that the world had lost 30% of its natural resources and species since the 1970s. According to WWF, the loss was greatest in fresh water environments where annual loss of biodiversity approached 6%. One commentator pointed out that humanity already exploits for its own purposes, 50% of the world's fresh water. He went on to predict global conflict over water as resources became less available and the world's population continued to grow and to expect even greater economic and material rewards. Whether the figures are precise or the predictions likely to eventuate is almost irrelevant, but there is no evidence from Australia that they are wrong.
Turning to other, only slightly less political, issues, two contributions to this issue of Pacific Conservation Biology captured my imagination and attention. The opening essay on wilderness discusses a concept that in my opinion has had an unwarranted, and possibly negative, influence on Australian conservation efforts for probably most of the last two generations. I am not a wilderness fan -indeed, if I want a wilderness experience, I am unlikely to find it in Australia. Little of this continent has escaped the impact of modern Europeans and that which has been called and set aside as wilderness is subjected to the steady stamp of bush walking feet, ecotourists, and their accompanying wastes and diseases (a soup of intestinal parasites and insect vectored diseases walked and flown around the world by the wealthy seeking to escape the environmental destruction of their own cultures). Moreover, the scientific and conservation costs (including the loss of long-established scientific reference and research areas) of an undue emphasis on wilderness by the environmental lobby in Australia have been considerable. I see the essay by Brenden Mackey and his colleagues as a way to open debate on this issue. Does wilderness have a role in biodiversity conservation?, or is it purely an anthropocentric concept of value to only a few individuals?
The essay by Mackey et al. is based on a report prepared for Environment Australia. Earlier this year, I attended a workshop convened by Environment Australia to review the report. It was a provocative and stimulating day that opened for discussion the whole concept of wilderness in Australia and its conservation and political values. I left the workshop convinced that the issues raised merited wider exposure and debate. Consequently, I invited the group from the School of Resource Management and Environmental Science at the Australian National University to submit what was essentially the Executive Summary of their report for publication in Pacific Conservation Biology. In their covering letter, the authors commented they believed their conclusions would " ... help clarify where wilderness fits within the broader nature conservation agenda", and " ... provide some new perspectives on future needs and priorities in conservation science."
The second contribution that especially caught my attention is Graham Smith's paper on an animal which most of us will never see and might prefer to avoid. Graham writes about a scorpion Urodacus armatus (pictured on the cover) which is reasonably common in nature reserves in the agricultural areas of Western Australia. It is because it is common on these reserves that makes Graham's article important. By calculating the population density and annual recruitment of Urodacus armatus, he was able to estimate the loss of individuals and biomass of this species alone through agricultural clearing. The numbers are staggering and put in perspective the costs of our use of the world's resources. In conservation science, it is too easy to focus on the extinction of species and populations, and to lose sight of the vast numbers of individuals that humanity sacrifices in its use of resources.
The world will not save global biodiversity by protecting wilderness nor even by establishing a comprehensive system of nature reserves. As long as governments place short-term economic development, profits and job security ahead of sound environmental management, we will continue to lose global resources and species at the rates identified by the WWF. The actions and attitudes of governments and of the major political parties in Australia towards the environment serve to illustrate the difficult task facing conservation scientists. If we want to protect those things in the natural world that we value and are critical for the long-term sustainability of human society, we will need to do more than sit on committees or write scientific papers. Conservation scientists must become involved in the political process and we must make greater efforts to take our message and concerns to the voting public. Until voters put governments in office that have ecologically sound environmental policies, we will continue to record the loss of global resources and species. A rate of loss that is accelerating. Even what passes for wilderness in Australia will disappear.
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